Book reviews
Fundamentals of Biochemical Pharmacology edited by Z M Bacq pp xiv+659 £10 $27 Oxford &c.: Pergamon Press 1971 Although several universities now have courses on biochemical pharmacology and many scientists now specialize in the subject, no standard textbook on biochemical pharmacology is available. The authors of this book have set out to fill this gap, and it is stated in the preface that they believe this volume would be a most suitable basic textbook for a department of pharmacology in a faculty of science. The book, which is mainly European in authorship, is, therefore, ambitious in that it covers a very wide range of subjects including physicochemical, histological and physiological methods, biochemistry and cell structure, pharmacology and drug metabolism. The result is that in a book of only some 660 pages the presentation is unbalanced, some articles being too short and superficial to provide anything to stimulate the interest of the reader, while others, although useful as a summary for the specialist, contain insufficient detail for the student, In the fifty chapters in this book only fourteen exceed 15 pages in length; most of these latter contributions are, however, well worth reading in that the subject-matter is extremely well presented and can be recommended even to those who claim experience in the field. Every chapter has a bibliography of selected readings which would be extremely useful to the reader who wishes to further his knowledge of a particular subject. The first two chapters deal with anatomy, physiology and pathology, and are basically the same as those which made the 1961 publication so outstanding. After a chapter on diagnosis come five chapters describing dermatology from the point of view of regional distribution. Starting from the feet and lower legs we travel, via the hands and forearms, to the head and neck and then, returning down the trunk, finally come to rest in the anogenital region. This approach to the classification of skin disease has always seemed to me to waste an opportunity to utilize the first glimmerings of a wider etiological and pathological understanding which is now beginning to appear. It may also lead, as in the present instance, to some repetition in the following 15 chapters, which are arranged on the traditional basis of etiology and pathology. Nevertheless, it is obviously helpful for a harassed 'non-dermatologic' physician faced by a really undiagnosable eruption and it is to serve this need that the book is primarily written.
The text is to the point, easy to read, and lavishly illustrated, mainly in colour. The paper, print and index are of a high standard. As was to be expected, Professor Pillsbury has not let his stable down. Australia antigen in the diagnosis of longincubation-period hepatitis or of serum alphafoetoglobin in primary liver carcinoma. There is little reference to smooth-musclc antigen or antimitochondrial antibodies in the elucidation of cases of active chronic hepatitis or primary biliary cirrhosis. In a second edition, such deficiences will undoubtedly be remedied. However, in the light of present knowledge, this volume can be of only limited appeal, largely to clinical biochemists, and not to the general reader anxious to keep abreast of modern methods of diagnosing the patient with liver disease.
SHEILA SHERLOCK Electrodiagnosis and Electromyography edited by Sidney Licht MD 3rded ppxi+533 $14 New Haven, Conn.: Elizabeth Licht 1971 It is ten years since the last edition of this book was issued and during that time many electrodiagnostic techniques have been refined although there have been no fundamental innovations. In equipment, however, there has now been a complete switch from valve-driven to transistordriven apparatus, and it is a pity that the chapter on apparatus has not been completely rewritten with this in mind.
The bulk of the book is a straight reprint of the previous edition but there are four excellent new chapters covering the techniques and clinical applications of the subject. The layout requires much firmer editorial handling, for about one quarter of the clinical section is devoted to a detailed description of various nerve/muscle excitability tests which are now totally unused by most workers in the field. Furthermore, although all necessary information is in the book it is frequently dispersed through widely separated chapters, so that a beginner wishing to read about the techniques, say, of nerve conduction measurements would have to refer to parts of three different chapters, and the same would apply to strength-duration curves.
The illustrations are of inconsistent quality, varying from the excellent in Harriman's chapter on muscle histology to rather quaint linedrawings in other parts of the book.
Nevertheless, this book remains unique in the field and is the only one that can be unreservedly recommended for anyone interested in the subject regardless of his proficiency. In the next edition the chapters on histological muscle changes could well be supplemented by changes in the ultrastructure as revealed by electron microscopy. The publishers deserve congratulation on increasing the size of the book with only a $2 increase in price compared with ten years ago. This book of 559 pages of text contains 62 separate short chapters with no less than 59 authors involved. Not surprisingly, this method of handling a concrete subject in book form presents many disadvantages. Each paper is, in fact, a review of some aspect related to kidney structure, function or disease, and in many cases is very succinct and authoritative. With the limited space available for each contribution, it would be surprising if one could not find omissions in most sections. Obviously, such a book is not written for the expert in the field. This is a handbook for the trainee nephrologist or the physician with a special interest in nephrology and serves as a very useful introduction to the subject. The approach from the laboratory angle only emphasizes what in practice is an essential reality. The nephrologist without the full backing of modern laboratory technology cannot properly practise his trade, however important the bedside examination of the patient may be at times.
Inevitably, this type of 'seminar' book gives a rather disjointed impression. The photographic reproductions are generally of a good standard but the illustrations vary greatly from one contribution to another. There are many printing mistakes, particularly of mis-spelt words and the overall impression is of a rather hastily compiled book. If one takes a particular chapter, that on radioisotope scanning techniques in the diagnosis of renal disease (chapter 30), one must believe that this has not been critically assessed by anyone other than the authors. To write the entire chapter about rectilinear scanning or scintiphotography of the kidney, with no significant discussion in the text of the far simpler renography technique, gives an impression of a profound dissociation between the laboratory and the clinician. Not to mention the value of renography in the diagnosis of acute obstructive renal failure implies a surprising lack of balance in the relative values of different isotopic techniques.
One is left with the general impression that there are too many short sections, making it impossible for any one or one group of authors properly to cover the field. The chapter on hematological disturbances in renal disease is so perfunctory as to be misleading, certainly in the relative importance of anemia in different conditions. No doubt the very compression
